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Visioning Vermillion: 
                Shared Stories of Our Future
Creating the Vermillion we want.
Sustainability asks the questions “What kind 
of world do we want?” and “How can we effect 
change to create that world?” 
In order to know how to make Vermillion a more desirable 
place to live, we need to know what people who live in 
Vermillion would love to see in our community. Through 
a Community Innovation Grant from the South Dakota 
Community Foundation and in partnership with United 
Way of Vermillion, Greening Vermillion engaged with 
people in Vermillion to ask them “What is your vision  
for Vermillion?” 
We gathered visions for Vermillion by talking with people 
through a series of scheduled sessions and through a 
mobile visioning station. These visioning sessions began 
in August 2015 and continued through December 2015. 
Following the visioning sessions, we synthesized the 
results and shared these visions with the community at a 
Visioning Vermillion Day celebration as part of Earth Days 
2016 in late April. 
What is visioning and why do it? 
Good things happen when people are far-sighted and 
plan—and when cities are far-sighted and plan. The goal 
of our visioning work is to promote creative thinking and 
plans that are truly visionary—meaning that they are 
utopian, comprehensive and hopeful. We believe, and 
research supports, that if we don’t all agree on an inspiring 
vision for a sustainable and desirable Vermillion, it’s 
unlikely that we will move toward what we would love to 
see and more likely that we continue moving toward what 
we think is only possible. 
Vermillion’s visions 
During the visioning sessions, community members were 
asked to draw or write on a map of Vermillion what they 
would love to see in their future Vermillion. We grouped 
their responses into 13 categories to summarize what we 
had received. The most common categories that people 
included in their visions were items related to recreation, 
amenities, parks/green space and local food. 
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Major categories and examples of visions received through visioning sessions
A man writes his 
vision on a sticky note for 
Visioning Vermillion Day.
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Category Examples of most frequent responses
Recreation Recreation center, water park, outdoor recreation
Amenities Shopping, restaurants, coffee shops
Parks/green space More trees, green (natural) areas, parks, water recreation area
Local food Community gardens, farmers market
Other Outdoor classrooms, robots, rocket ships
Economy More and better jobs, expanded businesses and industry
Infrastructure Better schools and library, public transportation
Pedestrian Biking and walking paths, bicycle rentals and share programs
Renewables Wind turbines, solar energy
Community Places to gather, civic/social organizations, neighborhoods
Housing Affordable family housing, bigger homes, tree houses
Conservation Wildlife preserves, water conservation, energy efficiency
Recycling Expanded recycling services, composting
Yes, today’s Vermillion is vibrant
“Close to everything, but far from ordinary,” 
…as the billboards approaching Vermillion say. Gov. Dennis Daugaard named 
Vermillion the Large Community of the Year in 2014. With more than 10,000 
residents and 6,000 University of South Dakota (USD) students in Vermillion, we 
have the benefits of a large town and the feel of a small town. The university 
brings big-city excitement and educational, cultural and athletic opportunities 
that people from four states (Iowa, Minnesota, Nebraska and South Dakota) 
can enjoy since we are located in the far southeast corner of the state. Historic 
Downtown Vermillion is a hub for specialty shops, a wide variety of restaurants 
and bars and entertainment, with native grasses and flowers everywhere. 
Vermillion’s major employers include USD, Sanford Vermillion Medical Center, 
the public schools and the City of Vermillion. Prentis Park will soon boast a 
state-of-the-art swimming pool that includes a lazy river, floatable water walk 
and much more.
In addition to a National Park in our backyard—the Missouri National 
Recreational River—we have a National Museum on the USD campus— 
the National Music Museum: America’s Shrine to Music & Center for Study  
of the History of Musical Instruments. TripAdvisor gave it their 2016  
Certificate of Excellence.
But we can do more and do better. This document tells us what Vermillion 
residents are thinking about the future and what they’d like it to be.
Who are the people of Vermillion?
We are a diverse group. Although the city is mostly composed of sons and 
daughters of European immigrants and regional tribes, USD brings us in touch 
with people of many cultures and races from many countries. Education levels 
are high. For the population 25 years and older, 91 percent have a high school 
education or higher, 45 percent have a bachelor’s degree or higher, and 21 
percent have a graduate or professional degree. Vermillion residents are from all 
levels of income and class. 
Of these Vermillion residents, more than 600 people of all ages including school 
children, business owners, employees of local companies and members of civic 
and faith organizations contributed their ideas to Visioning Vermillion. These 
hundreds of citizens spoke about their hopes for the community through the 
visioning process. 
Who is Greening Vermillion?
Greening Vermillion will work to make Vermillion “the Greenest Town in 
South Dakota.” Greening will become a reason for people to both visit 
and make their homes in the area, and Vermillion will become a model 
for greening all of South Dakota—one that supports the health of its 
people, environment and economy through sustainable, enlightened 
and creative practices.
Greening Vermillion was conceived during Earth (Every) Day 2014. 
More than a dozen people representing a wide range of university and 
community organizations put together a plan for not just Earth Day, but 
Earth Week! More than 17 activities involved hundreds of Austin, Jolley, 
middle school, high school and university students, families, businesses 
and many other segments of our community. At the final event, a clear 
and unanimous call was heard for taking the Earth (Every) Day theme 
from an abstract concept to an organizational reality and starting a 
year-round group.
In 2015, more than 600 people told us their  
more than 900 visions for Vermillion. On the  
following pages, we share with you some  
examples of what Vermillion will become— 
when their dreams come true.
A sign welcomes  
visitors to our city.
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In all seasons we step outdoors.
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Friends cross-country  
skiing on hiking trails.
Vermillion will be known as a city that values getting out in nature and 
takes advantage of the many outdoor activities in and around the city.  
We will stay active while enjoying the beauty of extensive restored 
prairies, forests along streams and rivers, diverse agricultural landscapes 
and more. Miles of trails for walking, biking, mountain biking, hiking, 
cross-country skiing and sledding will connect Vermillion residents of all 
ages, USD students and tourists who visit Vermillion throughout the year 
to the outdoors. It will be common to see students of all ages along the 
trails, learning about food webs, evaluating how the last glaciers sculpted 
our landscape, and, as “citizen scientists,” testing the quality of the water 
in our rivers to ensure they remain free of pollutants.
“The Missouri National  
Recreational River…a highlight  
of our outdoor recreation.”
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Everyone from far and wide will know we have a National Park in our 
backyard: the Missouri National Recreational River. This 59-mile stretch 
of the river, with an internationally-recognized water trail for kayaking 
and canoeing, is a highlight of our outdoor recreation. Everyone will 
enjoy the beaches, walking, swimming, boating, fishing, birding, 
mushroom hunting, picnicking and just plain relaxing in and along the 
Big Muddy. The nature center at Clay County Park will offer hikes and 
other programs weekly for adults and children—the Midnight Owl Walk 
is a favorite. 
So that all of us can enjoy this amazing river, many services will be free 
to the public, including shuttle buses that bring people from town to 
stops along the river. Local businesses will offer, for example, equipment 
rental, guide services and summer programming for children.
Children play outside as fresh snow falls.
“The Missouri National  
Recreational River…a highlight  
of our outdoor recreation.”
Students explore the backwaters of the Missouri at North Alabama Bend.
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Downtown and surrounding neighborhoods set us apart from other towns.
A local band provides music 
at Thursday on the Platz.
Everyone is invited to breakfast on USD’s 
president’s lawn before the Dakota Days parade.
We have always enjoyed getting to know 
people from all cultures and countries—
those in our community, those brought 
here as USD students and faculty and 
those retiring to Vermillion from across 
the U.S. Downtown is the cultural center 
of Vermillion that gives the town its wide-
ranging style and feel. The unexpected 
murals down alleyways, pocket gardens 
just off the street and historic renovations 
to downtown businesses will be part of the 
beauty that people are struck by throughout 
the city, but especially downtown. The pride 
that people feel in our community is shown 
through the well-maintained properties and 
variety and number of native trees, bushes 
and flower and food gardens. 
We love Vermillion and it’s evident by the 
fact that people keep coming back. Our kids 
want to live here, USD students stay in town 
and alumni and retirees return to Vermillion. 
We are a safe town where people are 
friendly and helpful—and there’s a lot  
to do.
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Downtown Vermillion will be even more bustling, and it will be rare for 
someone to visit downtown without seeing friends and acquaintances.  
During the day, the downtown coffee shops and restaurants will be full 
of groups socializing, students studying and parents with young children 
playing and eating. Vermillion Bucks are used for most sales in Vermillion—
they will be the preferred currency on campus and in the community. The 
nightlife in Vermillion rivals that of much larger cities, with live music almost 
nightly. People often enjoy one of the many restaurants before or after the 
frequent theater and musical performances at the high school and USD. 
The downtown really comes alive for the many community celebrations 
that take over Main Street, where thousands of people gather to enjoy 
music, dancing and locally produced food, wine and micro-brew beer.
The Vermillion Community Theatre 
performs The Wizard of OZ
People gather downtown to enjoy time with 
family and friends, eat food, and have fun. 
“Downtown is the cultural center  
of Vermillion that gives the town  
its wide-ranging style and feel.”
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What is happening at the community and recreation center?
Children spend time reading at the public library. A community 
center could provide another space for kids to learn and play. 
Women participating in a yoga class in a solarium. 
All Vermillion residents will be able to find 
meaningful work that provides a good income  
for themselves and their families. Most adults 
will work less than 30 hours a week for pay. USD 
students rarely work for pay outside of internships, 
mentorships and the like because higher education 
will be free for U.S. citizens. This gives us time for 
relaxation, family and friends and the community. 
Almost everyone is actively involved in some sort  
of community organization, whether it’s to serve 
others or for their own enjoyment.
Volunteers beautify an area of the city.
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The community and recreation center 
will be a hub of activities and a labor 
of love. Although the center has 
paid staff, volunteers do much of the 
work—so they can give back to others. 
Through both free-will and community 
donations, the center will operate 
without charging fees so everyone can 
use it. The center has a climbing wall, 
trampolines, indoor pool, miniature 
golf and bowling, which allow all 
ages and abilities to come together 
and work out and play year-round. 
The solarium provides much-needed 
access to sunshine, plants and flowing 
water in the winter. Although it comes 
alive with the excitement of children 
during family hours, most of the time 
the solarium, including the walking 
meditation path and sitting mats, is 
quiet, aside from the gurgling water 
and the few resident birds.
“Most adults will work less than  
30 hours a week for pay.”
Young men play ultimate frisbee on a large green space. 
The community and recreation center could be a  
wonderful place for local organizations to hold meetings. 
We cannot imagine Vermillion without our USD!
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Small-scale, green energy alternatives, like solar panels  
on the roofs of homes, would be common. 
The presence of USD in our community will continue to be basic to making 
us the vibrant community we are. The innovation and resources provided 
by the university propel us forward, including the focus on creating small 
businesses, conserving the environment and healthy living. For example, 
small-scale solar and wind-energy generation will be common in the 
Vermillion area because several businesses were fostered through USD 
programs. Vermillion has a culture of walking and biking due in part to 
a large-scale public education campaign over several years, part of a 
student-led project at USD. More trips are made within Vermillion on foot 
or bicycles than in cars because most places are within a 10-minute walk. 
Our car-sharing system will give us access to cars when they are needed to 
make longer trips, such as to Sioux Falls.
“The love of learning and wanting to  
gather to improve our town… infiltrate  
not only USD students, faculty, and staff,  
but the whole community.”
 
The love of learning and wanting to gather to improve our 
town have always been encouraged through USD’s mission—
they infiltrate not only USD students, faculty and staff, but also 
the whole community. The innovative teaching of USD faculty 
members will instill even deeper learning in their students and 
inspire them to take ownership of their education, while the energy 
and idealism of USD students invigorate the faculty. In addition to 
many other community members, faculty members will spread 
their enthusiasm for learning and their expertise through a range 
of free classes open to the community, ranging from cooking 
to native landscaping to body mechanics while using standing 
desks. Through USD’s close working relationship with the City 
of Vermillion, even more of USD’s classrooms, lecture halls and 
meeting rooms will be available to the broader community. 
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The Legacy statue and Old Main  
are USD’s most recognizable icons. 
Community members, students, faculty, and staff come 
together to plan for Vermillion’s bright future. 
“The love of learning and wanting to  
gather to improve our town… infiltrate  
not only USD students, faculty, and staff,  
but the whole community.”
 
Generations mix—and are better for it.
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A welcome walk through nature 
at North Alabama Bend.
USD students teach chemistry to kindergarteners.
The public schools in Vermillion will be 
models of progressive education, where 
students choose their own projects, which 
they study in depth, and are challenged 
by teachers who are passionate about 
teaching. For example, the school 
gardens and underground greenhouses 
will be used throughout the curriculum 
to educate students about local food 
production and provide food for the 
schools. In addition to understanding how 
food is produced, high school students 
calculate, model and teach elementary 
school children about such concepts as 
their ecological footprints. When using 
the schools as learning labs, students drive 
innovation within the schools and the rest 
of the community. 
“People seek out Vermillion because we are an 
exceptional community for people to ‘age in place.’”
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People will be seeking out Vermillion because we 
are an exceptional community for people to “age 
in place.” The safety, friendliness, strong social 
connections, facilities fit for all and possibilities of 
entertainment and lifelong learning in the community 
and at USD make people want to move here and 
stay here. At all ages, people are able to engage 
and contribute to our community. For example, the 
elementary schools will be located next to senior 
communities, and many programs allow the seniors 
to share their knowledge, skills and time with the 
children. Concrete playgrounds have been replaced 
by “outdoor classrooms,” made of natural materials 
such as logs, mulch and rope, where children play 
by themselves or others, rediscovering the natural 
world. Although many families have multiple 
generations living in Vermillion, there is strong sense 
of intergenerational connections beyond people’s 
biological families.A family enjoys each other’s company at an event downtown.
Children play on a giant spider web at an outdoor classroom.
Learn more…
How we gathered this information
Greening Vermillion and the United Way of Vermillion developed a process to 
reveal the many and varied visions for an ideal Vermillion, using an established 
methodology of visioning: 
• Framing the project and identifying locations and community 
organizations where we wanted to hold visioning sessions,
• Conducting many visioning sessions including “sit down” sessions  
with specific groups and “walk by” stations at numerous community  
events and businesses,
• Analyzing and synthesizing the information collected at the  
visioning sessions,
• Holding Visioning Vermillion Day at the local library to present  
information from the visioning sessions and solicit more information,
• Synthesizing the visioning information into narratives and visuals  
for this report, and
• Continuing to request feedback from the community on our  
collective vision.
All interested people, including city government officials and the community-at-
large, were encouraged to be part of this process from the beginning. Through 
our partnership with the United Way of Vermillion, we reached out to much of  
the community.
We gathered visions from, for example, community organizations such as the 
Lion’s Club, university and elementary students in their classes, customers entering 
Walmart and Hy-Vee, visitors to the local farmers market, and children and parents 
at the local library. We sorted more than 900 visions gathered from the 600 
residents into several categories to better understand how many people wanted 
what kinds of changes to their community for the future. 
What you can do
Join us—as an individual or representing an organization you 
belong to. Please help Vermillion enter the coming decades with 
a forward-thinking perspective that deals with opportunities and 
problems with positive, thoughtful debate and planning. 
We already have several projects that volunteers could help with, 
such as the: 
• Bring Your Bag campaign to reduce the distribution and 
use of plastic bags 
• Adopt-a-Drain project to raise awareness about storm 
drain pollution that goes straight into the Vermillion and 
Missouri Rivers.
And, help us learn from the Visioning Vermillion project and 
determine what “green projects” we will tackle next.
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What’s next?
The collection of these visions about an even better Vermillion 
is just a starting point. We know that visions become better the 
more that they are shared and refined. So, we want your feedback. 
Please tell us what you would love to see for Vermillion on 
Greening Vermillion’s website: GreeningVermillion.org. The more 
clearly we define our vision, the more we find seeds of where the 
vision is already occurring, so that we can foster what is already 
moving us toward our vision. And, clearly defining our vision will 
help us develop plans to move toward that vision.
Naturally, Greening Vermillion is most interested in the 
sustainability aspects of this project and its results. But the 600 
people responding were not told to limit their dreams to that 
one issue only. We hope that other organizations, merchants, 
government and individuals will find something in the results that 
interests them. They can then carry the torch for their favorite idea 
to make Vermillion an even better place to live.
Learn more about us at GreeningVermillion.org 
and at our Facebook page. 
Contact us by email at  
GreeningVermillion@gmail.com
by mail at P.O. Box 146, Vermillion, SD 57069 
or by phone at 605-659-1889. 
Thank You
We want to acknowledge and thank everyone involved in the 2015–2016 Visioning Vermillion project.
Visioning Vermillion Coordinator — Meghann Jarchow
Visioning Vermillion Team — Alice Alexandrescu, Kelsey Collier-Wise, Alexa Kruse, 
Meghann Jarchow, Justin Moen, Maggie Pettersen and Susan Port
Greening Vermillion Board of Directors — Richard Braunstein, Abby Doorn, James 
Heisinger, Meghann Jarchow, Matthew Lavin, Maggie Pettersen and Executive Director 
Morgan Carnes
United Way of Vermillion — The local United Way partnered with us to plan and 
implement this project. Kelsey Collier-Wise shared with us her wide knowledge of the  
city and its residents, businesses, organizations and government.
Photo Contributions — Photography primarily by Alexa Kruse. Additional photographs 
were provided by Sandy Dickenson, Em Hattouni, Nate Jarchow, Sandy Pederson,  
Maggie Pettersen, and USD Marketing Communications & University Relations.
South Dakota Community Foundation and Bush Foundation
The financial support provided by the Bush Foundation through the  
South Dakota Community Foundation’s Community Innovation Grants  
allowed us to conduct this project. 
University of South Dakota
The University provided support through the U. Discover Summer  
Scholars Program and design assistance through Marketing  
Communications & University Relations. 
Vermillion Area Residents
These visions are a product of our community. We are deeply grateful  
for the enthusiastic participation from so many people.
Adopt-a-Drain Project
Bring Your Bag Campaign
Created by Greening Vermillion and funded by  
the South Dakota Community Foundation  
and the Bush Foundation.
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